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CHART 2. Cause of fatal aircraft crashes for pilots in
the crop service industry, 1992-98

CHART 1. Percent of nonpilot fatalities resulting from
aircraft crashes by occupation, 1992-98
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According to the Wright brothers, although they had been
interested in flying since youth, their interest was rekindled
upon hearing about Lilienthal’s death.4

After the Wright brothers’ historic flight, it did not take
long for aircraft to become sophisticated and commonplace.
Only 21 years later, the first flight around the world was
completed.  In 1947, the first piloted supersonic airplane
flight took place.  Astronauts continue to break new aero-
nautic barriers. And, most recently, in 1999, a balloon trav-
eled nonstop, nonrefueled around-the-world.  However, all
of this has come at a cost.

More sacrifices
The death of Lilienthal was not the only tragedy to befall
early aviators.  In 1785, two people were fatally injured in
an attempt to cross the English Channel by balloon.  In the
years 1921, 1925, 1930, and 1933, dirigible crashes led to
numerous fatalities.  And, in 1937, the Hindenburg explo-
sion left 36 dead.

Even the first airplane pilot, Orville Wright, was a victim
of an aircraft injury.  In 1908, he was severely injured in a
plane crash while flying for the U.S. Army.  His passenger,
Lt. Thomas E. Selfridge, was killed.  Selfridge, thus, be-
came the first American worker to die on the job in an air-
craft incident.

Other notable aircraft disasters included the death of
Bessie Coleman, the first U.S. black female pilot in 1926;
the disappearance of Amelia Earhart while she was attempt-
ing to fly around the world in 1937; and the explosion of the
Challenger space shuttle in 1986.

Importance of aviation
The sacrifices made by these aviators were great; however,
the return on mankind’s investment has been tremendous.
Whereas it took Magellan almost 3 years to travel around
the world in a ship, today, by airplane, this can be done in
hours.  Moreover, aircraft are used for many diverse activi-

ties including transporting people, mail, and cargo; conduct-
ing research; entertaining; and fighting wars.  Still, each year,
people lose their lives in job-related aircraft incidents.  From
1992 to 1998, 2,139 fatalities resulted from job-related air-
craft incidents.  (See table 2.)  Of these 2,139 aircraft inci-
dents, 853 occurred to pilots.  The other victims (including
teachers, attorneys, farmers, accountants, nurses, flight at-
tendants, and armed forces personnel) were flying while in
work status.  (See chart 1.)

According to the Federal Aviation Administration, the
leading cause of aviation incidents is an error in pilot
decisionmaking.  “Pilots were cited as either a cause or con-
tributing factor in 77 percent of accidents and 83 percent in
fatal accidents.”5

Aircraft pilots
Since 1992, the first year that CFOI collected fatality data,
the annual fatality rate for aircraft pilots has hovered around
80 deaths per 100,000 workers.6   This number has consis-
tently placed piloting among the 10 occupations with the
highest fatality rates.  The piloting occupation, however,
spans many industries.  Although most people immediately
think of airline pilots, many other pilots fly for a living.
Examples include agricultural pilots who work in the crop
service industry, cargo pilots, helicopter pilots, balloonists,

TABLE 2. Work-related fatalities resulting from aircraft crashes,
1992-98

1992-98 ........................................................ 2,139

1992 ............................................................. 350
1993 ............................................................. 281
1994 ............................................................. 424
1995 ............................................................. 282
1996 ............................................................. 320
1997 ............................................................. 259
1998 ............................................................. 223
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